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Vote Leave 
faces inquiry 
into spending 


Claim pro-Brexit group broke finance 
rules during referendum campaign 


Jessica Elgot and Jamie Grierson 


Vote Leave is under investigation by the 
Electoral Commission over whether it 
breached the £7m EU referendum spend- 
ing limit, amid allegations it channelled 
funds for a social media Brexit campaign 
via £625,000 in donations to a student. 

The watchdog said thenewinformation 
meant it had “reasonable grounds to sus- 
pect an offence may have been commit- 
ted” and said it would examine whether 
the campaign, which was fronted by Boris 
Johnson and Michael Gove, had filed its 
returns correctly. 

Its unexpected intervention came as 
the commission faces a legal challenge 
by pro-remain grassroots campaign- 
ers, unhappy that it dropped a previous 
inquiry into the spending of Vote Leave 
and satellite Brexit campaigns accused of 
not being properly independent of it. 

During the referendum campaign, 
Darren Grimes, a fashion student who 
was then 23 and ran a campaign called 
BeLeave, was given £625,000 by Vote 
Leave. The cash was paid directly toa data 
analytics firm specialising in social media 
called AggregateIQ, which had also been 
heavily used by Vote Leave. 

Campaign records show Vote Leave 
spent about 40% of its £6.8m total spend 
on the firm’s data analysis. Vote Leave’s 
legal limit as the designated pro-leave 
campaign was £7m. 

Asaregistered independent leave activ- 
ist, Grimes was permitted to spend up to 
£700,000 during the campaign. It was also 
permissible for him to receive a donation 
from Vote Leave, as long as his BeLeave 
campaign was entirely independent. 

However, the Electoral Commission 
is investigating whether the two organi- 
sations were completely separate, with 
individual strategies and organisation. Its 
guidance requires campaigners to declare 
if they are working together, toavoid cam- 
paigns circumventing the spending limits 
by setting up multiple campaigns. 

Grimes and Vote Leave deny there was 
any formal coordination. 

However, campaigners led by Jolyon 


Maugham, director of the Good Law Pro- 
ject, say thereis evidence this was not the 
case and are trying today to win a judicial 
review of the commission’s decision to 
drop its first investigation into Vote Leave. 

In documents submitted to the high 
court, seen by the Guardian, it is argued 
that BeLeave was not separate from Vote 
Leave, butin effect acted asits youth wing. 

The BeLeave logo can be seen on Vote 
Leave’s own website, where BeLeave is 
listed as an “outreach group”. The logos 
are remarkably similar, using a similar 
font and ballot box symbol. In one image 
on the BeLeave twitter account, Grimes is 
seen wearing a Vote Leave T-shirt. 

Maugham added: “We are 18 months 
after the referendum vote. It is extraordi- 
nary that only now is the Electoral Com- 
mission taking a serious look at whether 
therules were complied with. And onlyin 
response to legal action.” 

If the watchdog finds any breaches, 
it can impose a fine of £20,000 for each 
offence. Vote Leave was run by a political 
strategist, Matthew Elliott, and Dominic 
Cummings, a former adviser to Gove. 
Grimes is now deputy editor of the Brexit- 
Central website, where Elliott is editor. 

AggregateIQ, asmall Canadian firm, has 
been praised for its rolein the campaign by 
Vote Leave. Paul Stephenson, communi- 
cations director, called it “instrumentalin 
helping the Leave campaign win”. 

A second group, Veterans for Britain, 
is also under investigation. The group, 
which put forward defence arguments 
for leaving the EU, received a £100,000 
donation from Vote Leave before the 
2016 vote, which was also paid directly 
to AggregatelQ. Among its advisers were 
Richard Kemp, former commander of UK 
forces in Afghanistan. 

Bob Posner, the Electoral Commis- 
sion’s head of regulation, said there were 
legitimate questions over the funding of 
campaigners that “risks causing harm to 
voters’ confidence in the referendum”. 

“There is significant public interest in 
being satisfied that the facts are known 
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Merkel hints at fresh polls as talks collapse 


Philip Oltermann Berlin 
Dan Roberts 


Angela Merkel indicated yesterday that 
she would prefer fresh elections to a 
minority government as the collapse of 
German coalition talks posed the most 
serious threat to her power since she 
became chancellor in 2005. 

Merkel, who has headed three coali- 
tions since then, said she was “very scepti- 
cal” about leading a minority government 
and suggested she would stand again as 
a candidate if elections were called in 
the new year. She told the public broad- 
caster ARD that she was “a woman who 
has responsibility and is prepared to take 
responsibility in the future”. 

Exploratory talks to form the next gov- 
ernment collapsed on Sunday night after 
the pro-business Free Democratic party 
(FDP) walked out of marathon negotia- 
tions with Merkel’s Christian Democrats, 


the Christian Social Union, its Bavarian 
sister party, and the Green party. 

Germany’s president had earlier urged 
political parties to resume efforts tobuilda 
governing coalition after his meeting with 
Merkel. “I expect the parties to make the 
formation of a new government possible 
in the foreseeable future,’ Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier said, adding that the parties 
had a responsibility that “cannot be sim- 
ply given back to the voters”. 

Elections in September saw Merkel’s 
bloc poll first place but with a lower share 
of the vote, and with the FDP and Greens 
as its only plausible coalition partners. 

Steinmeier’s appeal will buy Germany’s 
beleaguered chancellor time to organise 
support fora minority government. How- 
ever, it brings further Brexit uncertainty 
for the British government, which had 
hoped that a strong German coalition, 
including the FDP, might help smooththe 
next phase of negotiations. 


Prolonged uncertainty in Berlin will 
also raise concerns in France, where 
Emmanuel Macron was pinning his hopes 
of eurozone reforms on a partnership 
with a strong German government. “It is 
not in France’s interest for things to get 
blocked,” the French president said before 
a meeting with Bernard Accoyer, a leader 
of the opposition Les Républicains party. 

Steinmeier had appealed earlier for 
German politicians to think of Europe as 
he called for coalition talks to resume. 
“There would be incomprehension, and 
great concern inside and outside our 
country, and particularlyin our European 
neighbourhood, if the political forces in 
the biggest and economically strongest 
country in Europe ofall places didn’t fulfil 
their responsibility,” he said. 

Going in to meet the president, Merkel 
saidit wasa “day of deep reflection on how 
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